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Abstract: The significance of election to any 
democratisation process cannot be undermined. This 
clears the cloud on the centrality of election to 
democracy. After all, elections remain the legitimate 
mechanism of changing government in any democratic 
setting. However, since the inception of Nigeria’s 
modern democracy in 1999 after years of military 
incursion in the political terrain that resulted to political 
instability in the country, electoral conduct is seen to 
have been perverted in one way or the  other which 
invariably raised question of legitimacy among the 
power holders. Given this, many governments have 
suffered from legitimacy crisis due to flawed elections 
that failed to meet the international best practises. 
Leaders emerged from such ugly electoral trends have 
been accused of imposition, selection rather than 
election. The electorates indirectly have been robbed of 
their constitutional mandate to freely choose government 
representatives of their choices. It is against this 
background that this study assesses Nigeria’s electoral 
politics in the present fourth republic with regards to 
legitimacy crisis. The paper infers that the failure of the 
electoral commissions to conduct free and credible 
elections has made it easier for the political elites to 
impose candidates against the peoples’ will to occupy 
leadership positions. By implications, those anointed 
candidates served selfish interests and could not get the 
masses support leading to political cynicism in the 
country. This questions and challenges the legitimacy of 
the government and remains a threat to Nigeria’s 
democracy. However, to ensure peoples’ commitment 
and supports for government, the paper calls for 
stakeholders’ cooperation towards ensuring credible and 
transparent elections so as to enhance political leadership 
that enjoys popularity within and outside the country. 
Key words: Election, Politics, Legitimacy, 
Leadership, Democracy 
Introduction 
The history of electoral politics in Nigeria has 
passed through different phases but the general 
submission among scholars and analysts revolves 
around fraudulent nature of election administration 
in the country (Omotola, 2009, Moveh, 2015). The 
consequence of series of flawed elections in the 
country have led to military interventions in 
Nigeria’s politics. This testifies to the trend of 
political instability in the country. To Oyeleye and 
Adigun (1999), Nigeria’s political transition has 
suffered setbacks due to frequent hijack of power 
by the military cabals. The military incursion in 
Nigeria politics served as stumbling block to 
smooth democratisation process in country. Since 
Nigeria’s independence in 1960, the first republic 
was terminated by the first military coup of 1966 
that claimed lives of notable political figures in the 
country. The Prime Minister, Tafawa Balewa, the 
Premier of Northern Region, Ahmadu Bello,the 
Premier of Western Region, Ladoke Akintola 
among others were the victims of Aguiyi Ironsi led 
military coup. This automatically resulted to 
suspension of constitution and decrees were 
imposed as legal framework for the military 
administration. Though a counter coup displaced 
Aguiyi Ironsi in 1967 and brought in Yakubu 
Gowon as military head of state, the country was 
plunged to 30 months of civil war triggered by 
agitation from Eastern military men to secede from 
Nigeria (Osaghae, 2011). In 1975, another military 
coup sacked Gowon’s regime and placed Murtala 
Muhammad as head of state. Unfortunately, 
Murtala was killed via failed coup and this led to 
the emergence of Olusegun Obasanjo as the head 
of state and he later handed over to civilian 
government in 1979. From 1979 to 1983, Nigeria 
was in her second republic but the failure of Sheu 
Shagari led government to conduct credible 
elections in 1983 became an excuse for another 
military intervention which ended the republican 
government. For a decade, after truncating the 
second republic, two military regimes were 
experienced (1983-1993), however, the presidential 
election of 1993 was annulled by the Babaginda’s 
regime and this automatically aborted the third 
republic that had started with the inauguration of 
state elected governors and National Assembly 
members (Senators and House of Representatives) 
in 1992. With the annulment of June 12, 1993 
presidential election, Nigerians were denied the 
opportunity to join comity of democracies. 
Babaginda’s regime was forced to step aside due to 
pressures within and outside Nigeria and he handed 
over power to an unconstitutional government 
tagged ‘Interim Government’(ING) led by Chief 
Shonekan. However, Shonekan government was 
overthrown in what Ojo (2006) refers to as palace 
coup by General Sani Abacha. The hijack of power 
by Abacha continued military prowess in 
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government till his mysterious death in 1998. The 
exit of Abacha necessitated the invitation of 
General Abdulsalam Abubakar to take over mantle 
of leadership and introduced the shortest transition 
in the history of Nigeria’s politics. Abubakar 
reawakened the spirit of electoral politics by lifting 
ban placed on electioneering campaign by previous 
regime. Such development metamorphosed to party 
formation and rigorous campaigns were activated. 
At the long run, general elections were conducted 
and Nigeria returned to democracy on May 28, 
1999. 
However, since the return to democracy in 1999, 
five general elections have been conducted. But 
despite the enthusiasm among Nigerians for 
democratic government, the manner and patterns in 
which elections have been administered raises 
concern on legitimacy of the civilian governments. 
As rightly noted by Mustapha (2007), there have 
been systemic rigging right from the 1999 elections 
which robbed the electorates to enjoy the full 
mandate of electing representatives of their 
choices. The subversion of the electorates will 
through manipulation and abuse of electoral 
process questions the legitimacy of whatever 
government installed. To Omotola (2009), poor 
electoral process has always degenerated to 
legitimacy crisis in developing democracy. It is on 
this note that this study examines Nigeria’s 
electoral politics in the fourth republic vis a vis the 
quest for legitimacy government. On the other 
hand, the study hopes to explore the electioneering 
politics in the current dispensation with much 
emphasis on the issue of legitimacy. The paper is 
divided to six sections. The first segment is 
introductory that gives background information. 
The second aspect captures review of relevant 
literary works on the phenomenon of election and 
legitimacy respectively. In the third section, the 
trend of electoral politics since the beginning of the 
current dispensation in 1999 would be explored. 
The nitty gritty of the work surfaces in the fourth 
section by looking at the legitimate question in 
Nigeria’s electoral politics of the fourth republic. 
The implication of legitimacy crisis on democracy 
would be discussed in the fifth section while the 
sixth segment entails concluding remark with 
possible recommendations. 
The Concept of Election 
The significance of election to democracy has been 
justified by various literature and this prompts 
Ogunsanwo (2003) view to have confined the 
constitutional method of selecting government 
representative to election. With this, election 
remains the pillar of democracy and no other 
means of choosing political leaders except through 
election. In a similar dimension, Moveh (2015) 
believes election plays two important role. Firstly, 
it affords the people to freely choose leaders of 
their choice who are expected to manage the affairs 
of the populace. Secondly, election gives 
prospective candidates to canvass for votes in a 
free and fair election. This is sum up by Lewis 
(2005) that ‘elections provide essential validation 
for democracy by increasing the confidence of 
individual citizens in their ability to meaningfully 
participate in public life’. Given this, election is a 
systematic way of choosing few that will represent 
the larger people through voting (Ugbudian, 2015). 
This concurs with Albert (2007) who sees election 
to be a process of elite selection by the mass of the 
population in any given political system. 
Put differently, the centrality of election to 
democracy distinguishes democratic system to any 
other forms of governance. Though what is 
applicable in the modern society is indirect 
democracy where representatives are selected due 
to largeness of human population at various states, 
it is inevitable to install democratic government 
without elections. Thus, in the submission of 
Huntington (1991), election is characterised to be 
the engine room of democracy that enables the 
people to choose principal officers of government 
through a competitive electioneering process. To 
him, elections must accord the bulk of the 
population to participate freely in selecting 
individuals that would represent the general will. 
However, election is not just a day event, it is a 
process of different stages. It encompasses three 
stages namely; pre-election, during election and 
post- election. Those stages revolve around 
electoral cycle (Moveh, 2015) and the credibility of 
each of the stages qualifies election to be free and 
fair. The pre- election stage which includes voters’ 
registration, sensitization and orientation of the 
electorates requires to be done in a transparent 
manner. Likewise, during the election stage that 
entails voting, counting of votes and announcement 
of results needs to adhere to the principle of 
electoral integrity (Pippa, Ferran and 
Allessandro,2016). The post - election stage 
determines the overall credibility of the entire 
exercise. The peaceful it is, the better for political 
transition of any democratic polity. 
However, the snag in Nigeria’s electoral politics is 
what Ibrahim and Ibeanu (2007) refer to as 
subversion of peoples’ will. Democracy though 
emphasises on election, it requires credible 
electoral system. The inability of Nigerians to 
witness credible elections in the past has resulted to 
imposition and selection of candidates rather than 
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allowing free level playing ground as entrenched in 
a democratic tenants (Omotola, 2009). The issue of 
election goes beyond periodic conduct, it is 
expected to be adjudged free and credible with 
regards to the international best practices. Once 
election fails to pass credibility test, it poses threat 
to democratic sustainability.   
Nevertheless, election is an institutional 
mechanism that guarantees implementation of 
democracy (Ojo, 2007). Election avails the citizens 
the power to change government and it can be used 
to checkmate the activities of the elites in power to 
be conscious of electorates’ voting strength. To 
Ugbudian (2015), ‘citizens use elections to keep 
government up to task of providing for basic 
societal needs and pursuing unrelenting 
improvement of the country’. The viability of 
election to any democracy cannot be over-
emphasised and Agbaje and Ajetumobi (2007) see 
it as the avenue towards consummating 
representative government. But the fact remains 
that elections must be credible to avail the people 
the sovereign authority to determine who gets 
what, when and how through competitive electoral 
contest. 
On the Concept of Legitimacy 
The concept of legitimacy has legal connotation in 
whatever usage. It indicates an act of legality either 
from individuals, group of people and organisation. 
In Political Science, legitimacy indicates right and 
acceptance of authority. In this direction, it implies 
peoples’ acceptance of authority in power. In a 
political setting, legitimacy represents an 
established government that enjoys the mandate of 
the populace. This according to Ojo (2007) is 
feasible through political succession that devoid of 
violence and embrace credibility of electoral 
process acceptable by the majority of the people. 
This concurs with Stillman (1974) perception of 
legitimacy as possession and pursuit of right 
values. With this, legitimacy is centred on societal 
values that respects public opinion. 
Not only that, Friedrick (1963) refers to legitimacy 
as a scenario whereby the rulership is based on 
subjectiveness of the ruled. In his assertion, ‘the 
question of legitimacy is the question of fact 
whether a given rulership is believed to be based on 
good title by most men subject to it’. By rulership, 
it indicates the type of government and specific 
individuals occupying such position of authority. 
The need for such authority to enjoy good title 
among the populace is anchored on Friedrick’s 
perception of public opinion. So, legitimacy is all 
about acceptance of the rulers by the majority of 
the people. However, Friedrick definition is 
criticised for its inability to be specific on the type 
of government that can enjoy legitimacy or deserve 
to be refered as being legitimate. It also silenced on 
the modality required to choose, appoint or 
nominate a legitimate government. 
Given this, some arguments have been put forward 
that legitimacy must conform to constitutional law 
guiding the operation of any political system. And 
that any government and leadership that rules 
outside constitutionalism suffers from legitimacy. 
In this case, military regime is antithetical to 
constitutionalism and thereby cannot be categorised 
to be legitimate form of governance (Ojo, 2006). 
As it is known, military rule by decrees as 
applicable to Nigeria during military intervention 
in politics, such regime did not enjoy popular 
support due to its autocratic tendency. It is against 
this background that military rule is believed to be 
proportional opposite of legitimate government. 
Contrary to Freidrick analysis, Polin (1967) argues 
that rulership needs to be recognised by other 
governments outside a given society and that 
legitimacy is not absolute resolution of the people 
alone, external authorities need to accept and 
embrace a ruling power as being legitimate. This 
signifies full recognition of legitimate government. 
However, despite the fact that political legitimacy 
revolves around popular support for the authority 
which in most cases expected to be democratic, the 
subversion of electorates will through flawed 
election leads to legitimacy crisis. As rightly 
pinpointed by Ibrahim and Ibeanu (2007:1),’ it is 
paradoxical that elections, which normally should 
be epitomic expression of popular sovereignty, 
sometimes become its subversion. This is the 
abiding tragedy in Nigeria’. Electoral contest in a 
democratic setting is to enable ideal and systematic 
way of transfer of power but previous elections in 
Nigeria have been marred to the extent that votes 
were counted nobody actually voted. Such 
questions the legitimacy of the ‘elected members’ 
occupying various political and elective positions 
(Omotola, 2007). To Ojo (2007), imposition of 
individuals on the people without free and fair 
electoral contest does not only expose the 
illegitimacy of the representatives but also indicate 
building of democracy without democrats. 
Considering this, the thrust of this paper is to assess 
the legitimacy crisis in Nigeria’s political 
government resulting from fraudulent elections. 
The Trend of Electoral Politics in the Fourth 
Republic 
Since Nigeria returned to democratic system in 
1999, five general elections have been conducted 
by the Independent National Electoral Commission 
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(INEC). The periodic elections have always been 
four years interval as stipulated in the 1999 
Constitution (as amended) and the 2010 Electoral 
Act (as amended). The 1999 general elections 
which ushered in Nigeria into the comity of 
democracies was planned during the transitional 
programme of Abubakar Abdulsalam military 
regime. The notable political parties that 
participated in the elections were Peoples’ 
Democratic Party (PDP), All Peoples Party (APP) 
and Alliance for Democracy (AD). Though the 
election remained a landmark that began the fourth 
republic, its conduct was not free from abuse. 
There were cases of irregularities and to Mustapha 
(2007), the 1999 general elections embraced a 
systemic rigging. However, the people decided to 
be calm having experienced long years of military 
dictatorship. So, it was perceived that subsequent 
elections would be better off (Ojo, 2007). Prior to 
the Election Day, particularly the presidential 
election, there was a coalition movement between 
the APP and AD to present and support one 
candidate. After series of consultation and 
deliberation, Chief Olu Falae of AD was picked as 
the flagbearer of AD/APP coalition who contested 
with the PDP candidate, Chief Olusegun 
Obasanjo1. However, the PDP candidate was 
declared winner of the presidency seat and this 
development made Obasanjo to be the first person 
that would serve as military head of state and 
civilian president. 
The journey of Nigeria’s electoral politics in the 
fourth republic continued with another general 
election in 2003. Unlike the 1999 elections, the 
2003 general elections was another test for the 
Nigeria’s political transition. Interestingly, the 
country was able to witness the first civilian to 
civilian power transfer. The elections were keenly 
contested by several political parties. This time 
around, thirty political parties were certified by 
INEC to participate in the elections. The 
presidential election was won by the incumbency 
party (PDP) and Obasanjo was returned as the 
elected president. The elections were marred with 
controversy and several allegations were made 
(Adejumobi, 2000). In fact, the PDP victory was 
resounding to the extent that majority of the states 
under the opposition parties lost their seats to the 
PDP. Nevertheless, the level of politically 
motivated violence in the 2003 elections was 
alarming. As reported by the International 
Republican Institute (IRI, 2003), the killing of 
                                                          
1 Olusegun Obasanjo was formerly a military head 
of state. He was presented as PDP candidate in the 
1999 general election 
innocent lives and destruction of properties prior to 
the elections was a bad signal for Nigeria’s 
electoral democracy. Cases of ballot snatching and 
intimidation of voters were reported which made 
some analysts to conclude that INEC worked as 
appendix of the ruling party during the 2003 
general elections. According to Human Right 
Watch (2004), over 100 people were killed and 
many more injured during the 2003 general 
elections signifying the level of desperations 
among the political gladiators. The majority of the 
abuse was reported to have been perpetrated by 
members of the ruling party. 
The scenario of electoral irregularities and violence 
became more pronounced in the 2007 general 
elections. Prior to the election, the incumbent 
president was quoted to have said that the 2007 
elections would be a‘do or die’ affair (Nwolise, 
2007).  The 2007 elections was the first election 
whereby an elected president would be transferring 
power to another elected president. This singular 
factor generated a lot of interest within and outside 
Nigeria. It became a litmus test for Nigeria’s 
democracy (Albert, 2007). However, the display of 
partisanship by the electoral commission was 
enormous. Results were announced by the electoral 
umpire in some polling units where elections did 
not take place. This was feasible due to the 
coalition between INEC and the ruling People’s 
Democratic Party (PDP) to deny the electorates 
free and credible elections. The use of government 
apparatus such as the security agencies to 
intimidate the voters particularly areas where the 
oppositions strengths were discovered. As rightly 
observed by Agbor (2007), the Nigeria’s 2007 
elections showcased fraudulent electoral process 
which revealed the weakness of the electoral 
umpire as partial institution that failed to allow 
peoples’ mandate to count. In fact, both local and 
international election observers condemned the 
conduct of 2007 elections. In strongly statements, 
European Union (EU), Economic Community of 
West African States (ECOWAS) and the National 
Democratic Institute (NDI) among others 
concurred that the elections were not credible. 
According to European Union Election Observer 
Mission (EUEOM), the 2007 elections were marred 
with violence, voter disenfranchisement, 
widespread irregularities and significant fraud. As 
reported by the field observers, 78 percent of 
polling units visited by EUEOM observed the 
missing of election result sheets, snatching of ballot 
boxes and intimidation of voters (EUEOM, 2007). 
The Transition Monitoring Group (TMG) on behalf 
of local observers maintained that the 2007 
elections were a charade with high level of 
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irregularities and the overall assessment indicated 
the failure of the entire process to meet required 
standard for democratic election (Agbor, 2007). 
Despite the lack of credibility in the conduct of the 
election, INEC declared Umar Musa Yar’Adua of 
the PDP as the winner of the presidential elections. 
Both the National Assembly and Gubernatorial 
elections were majorly declared in favour of PDP. 
However, after the inauguration of President 
Yar’Adua on May 29, 2007, he personally 
acknowledged the fraudulent conduct of the 2007 
elections. Subsequently, he set up ‘Electoral 
Reform Committee’ to review Nigeria’s electoral 
system so as to tame electoral malpractices in 
future election. The Electoral Reform Committee 
(ERC) was headed by Justice Muhammed Uwais2  
and after series of retreats, symposium and 
consultations, the committee submitted its report in 
2008. Though President Yar’Adua died in 2010 
and succeeded by his vice president, Goodluck 
Jonathan, the report of the Uwais panel was part of 
the guides for the 2011 elections. Prior to the 
conduct of 2011 elections, President Jonathan 
appointed Attahiru Jega3 in 2010 as Chairman of 
the Independent National Electoral Commission 
(INEC). The introduction of Jega as the head of the 
electoral body was a welcome development to 
Nigerians who have known him for his integrity 
and patriotism. Jega introduced some changes in 
the electoral system resulting to internal 
restructuring of the electoral umpire. With the over 
50 percent reduction in election related cases, 
Nigerians testified to an improvement in the 
electoral process (INEC, 2011). The elections were 
adjudged credible compared to the experience of 
the 2007 elections. Several political parties 
participated in the elections and after rigorous 
campaigns, the candidate of PDP, Goodluck 
Jonathan, was declared winner of the Presidency. 
The announcement of Jonathan as president elect 
fuelled post - election crisis in the Northern part of 
the country resulting to killings of over 800 
innocent lives and property worth billions of Naira 
destroyed (Human Right Watch, 2011). The post - 
election violence signified the politics of ethnicity 
and religion in Nigeria which have been the 
deciding variables in the previous electoral 
conducts in the country. Since Nigeria’s 
independence, elections and voting patterns in the 
country have always been tailored along ethno 
                                                          
2 Muhammed  Uwais was former Chief Justice of 
Nigeria 
3 Attahiru Jega is a Professor of Political Science 
and served as member of the Electoral Reform 
Committee. 
religious rivalry (Bello, 2015). The expectation of 
some Northerners that Muhammadu Buhari of 
Congress for Progressive Change (CPC) should 
have won the 2011 presidential election led to the 
ugly scenario of post -election violence in the 
Northern region of the country. The major setback 
of the 2011 elections was the violence that erupted 
after the announcement of presidential election 
result and this singular factor threaten the 
credibility of the entire process. For election to be 
adjudged credible, all the three phases (pre, during 
and post) of electoral cycle are expected to be 
orderly and peaceful. 
Nevertheless, the 2015 general elections were 
conducted in a tensed political atmosphere. 
Interestingly, during the preparation for the 2015 
elections, the electoral commission injected various 
mechanisms that could be seen as quality control. 
The introduction of electronic and biometric 
machines for voter registration served as the 
beginning of purifying the voter register which in 
the past was the source of electoral malpractices. 
The electoral commission having identified its 
lapses in 2011 came up with some policies and 
initiatives to strengthen the 2015 elections. In fact, 
the 2015 election was the first to witness modern 
election management tools (INEC, 2015). 
Preparation for the election began with review of 
the previous exercise and several initiatives were 
set up such as the Election Management System 
(EMS), Election Project Plan (EPP), INEC Citizen 
Contact Centre (ICCC) etc. Parts of the most 
significant that shaped the conduct of 2015 general 
elections were the introduction of Permanent 
Voters Card (PVC) and Smart Card Reader (SCR). 
The former was to replace the old temporary 
voters’ card which had been perverted by desperate 
politicians. The latter (SCR) was an electronic 
gadget to ascertain the validity of the voter’s card 
and to also detect the right owner by subjecting 
prospective voter to finger thumb print. With this, 
bio data of the electorate would be displayed to 
enable accreditation of voters. In essence, both 
PVC and SCR were introduced to check election 
malpractices and irregularities which actually 
strengthen the electoral system (Sakariyau, 
Mohammed and Ahmad Zakuan, 2016).  
The political configuration was changed in the 
2015 elections for the fact that opposition defeated 
incumbency for the first time in the history of 
Nigeria electoral politics. The contest was between 
the incumbent president Goodluck Jonathan of 
PDP and the opposition candidate, Muhammadu 
Buhari, of APC. The latter won the presidential 
election and this marked a watershed in Nigerian 
politics. Several factors alluded to the electoral 
ISSN: 2321-8819 (Online) 2348-7186 (Print) Impact Factor: 1.498 Vol. 5, Issue 6, June 2017 
141 
Asian Journal of Multidisciplinary Studies, 5(6) June, 2017 
 
  
   
 
 
 
turnover of the 2015 general elections but the 
significant role of coalition parties that formed the 
All Progressive Congress (APC) cannot be 
undermined (Omotola, 2015). Unlike the previous 
elections that were marred with violence, the 2015 
exercise was adjudged free, credible and peaceful 
by both local and international observers. In fact, it 
was seen as one of the finest election ever held in 
Nigeria (AUEOM, 2015, EUEOM, 2015, TMG, 
2015). 
The Nigeria’s Electoral Politics and Legitimacy 
Crisis in the Fourth Republic 
The phenomenon of electoral irregularities in the 
history of Nigeria’s election has always been a 
barrier towards political legitimacy in the country. 
As stated earlier, the trend of electioneering politics 
in Nigeria has been marred with violence, 
malpractices and imposition of candidates. The 
inability of the political gladiators to conduct free 
and credible elections has led to series of political 
instability. From the first republic (1960-1966), the 
first election under the auspices of Nigerian leaders 
was characterised with violence which resulted to 
military incursion and hijack of power. Despite the 
fact that the outcome of 1979 general election was 
not free from criticism, Nigerians accepted its 
result to pave way for democracy. But the 1983 
elections that followed suit was a ‘signpost of 
disaster’ (Oyediran, 1985) which questioned the 
legitimacy of the return of Sheu Shagari as the 
president elect. Unfortunately, the crisis of the 
Ondo State Gubernatorial election in 1983, coupled 
with some pockets of violence in other parts of the 
country became an excuse for military coup. The 
1993 presidential election which could have been 
pronounced credible if the process was completed, 
Babaginda military regime aborted it by annulling 
the election. This caused the Interim Government 
of Chief Earnest Shonekan (after Babaginda step 
aside), to have suffered from legitimacy crisis. The 
present fourth republic started in 1999 after the 
handing over of power to civilian government by 
General Abdulsalam Abubakar. The 1999 general 
election was not free from rigging but Nigerians 
found themselves in similar situation of the 1979. 
The zeal to join democratic state remained the 
target and despite the flawed electoral exercise, 
people rejoice was the transfer of power from 
military regime to civilian rule. 
As highlighted in the previous section, the 2003 
elections were manipulated and several cases of 
electoral violence was recorded. The aftermath of 
the election resulted to filing of petitions by 
aspirants in the tribunals to seek redress. A total 
number of election related cases filed at the 
tribunal aftermath of the 2003 general elections 
was 574 (Omenma, Ibeanu and Onyishi, 2017). 
This justifies the issue credibility question and 
legitimacy of the acclaimed winners of the 
fraudulent elections. In as much as electorates’ 
popular will has been jettisoned through imposition 
and intimidation, the idea of popular sovereignty 
becomes a mirage. To Blondel (cited in Ojo, 2007), 
for a government to enjoy support and legitimacy, 
it must be formed on the basis of regular 
succession. By regular succession, it implies 
transfer of political leadership with adherence to 
some kind of rules and procedures acceptable by 
the people. On the other hand, failure to adhere to 
rules and procedures usually leads to crisis in the 
process of power transfer in Africa particularly 
sub-Saharan Africa where military coups were 
pronounced (Ojo, 2007). 
 Not only that, the 2007 elections recorded the 
highest number of cases at the election tribunal. In 
2007 general elections, 1,290 election petitions 
were filed nationwide (INEC, 2011). This confirms 
the high rate of aggrieved political parties and 
candidates. After the elections, several election 
results were upturned. For instance, in Edo, Osun, 
Ondo states respectively, the election tribunals 
upturned the results announced by INEC and 
ordered transfer of powers to the rightful winners 
of the gubernatorial elections (Daily Trust, May 22, 
2011).By implication, the sacked Governors at the 
tribunals were exercising illegitimate powers. 
Apart from that, elections were re-conducted in 
some states due to the verdict of the election 
tribunal. As rightly observed by Rares (2011), the 
level of judicial intervention in electoral and 
political related matter in Nigeria has expanded in 
the last one decade. Courts pronouncements have 
led to upturn of election results and in some cases 
the electoral body was mandated to conduct fresh 
elections due to establishment of irregularities in 
the electoral process. In fact, since the inception of 
the fourth republic, the number of election results 
invalidate by the election tribunal is quite alarming 
(Omenma, Ibeanu and Onyishi, 2017). The flawed 
nature of the series of elections conducted in 
Nigeria questions the legitimacy of the 
beneficiaries and which invariably has led to poor 
leadership. After all, the leaders majorly were 
product of rigged elections and suffered popular 
support, they concentrate more on their selfish 
interest and that of the small elites group that 
imposed them on the generality of the people. 
The 2011 general elections though came with some 
improvements, the number of elections petitions 
was pegged to total number of Seven Hundred and 
Thirty One (731). The petitions seem high, it was 
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substantially lower (57%) than the previous 2007 
general elections that was pegged at 1, 290 cases 
(INEC, 2011). The details of the election petition 
filed after the 2011 general election can be 
represented thus: 
S/N Election No 
1 Presidential 2 
2 Governorship 53 
3 Senatorial 90 
4 House of 
Representatives 
208 
5 State House of 
Assembly 
378 
 Total 731 
Source: INEC (2011) 
The above table captures the categories of election 
related petitions at different elective positions. 
From judicial pronouncements, election results 
have been reversed and in some other cases it is 
difficult to differentiate politics from law. The 
political class have been able to penetrate judiciary 
to the extent that conflicting judgement had been 
passed. As highlighted by Oladipo (2012), judges 
of the same court (Court of Appeal) have made 
conflicting pronouncement in the election 
litigations of Lagos, Osun, Ekiti and Osun. In 
substantiating this, he gives instances thus: 
The Court of Appeal in 
Agbaje Vs Fashola 
during the Lagos 
Governorship Election 
Petition, dismissed the 
use of a particular 
colour or ink for 
accreditation of voters 
other than the one 
prescribed in manual 
for conduct of election 
as inconsequential. But 
in Fayemi Vs Oni, the 
court of Appeal in its 
judgement of February 
18
th
, 2010, nullified the 
Ekiti State 
Governorship Election 
in 63 out of 177 wards 
in Ekiti State just 
because accreditation 
was done with a RED 
INK instead of blue 
stipulated by the 
manual for the conduct 
of election 
The 2015 general elections which have been 
applauded to have passed credibility test by both 
local and international observers reflects the 
resilience and commitment of the electorates to 
ensure free and credible elections that would 
guarantee a government with legitimacy. One 
measure of the credibility of election is a number of 
cases in court. For the first time, the 2015 
presidential election was not contested in court. 
Also the cases of election petitions at the tribunal 
drastically dropped to 611 which signalled an 
improvement in the electoral process (INEC, 
2015). However, the elections also recorded some 
pockets of violence, under age voting, malfunction 
of the electronic gadgets in some instances and 
abuse of political finance. All these remain a threat 
to credibility of election and poses serious concern 
to the legitimacy of the government. Nevertheless, 
electoral democracy itself is a process and not an 
end, there are areas that call for improvement in 
order to reduce election litigation that serves as a 
bane to legitimacy of government. 
Electoral Politics, Legitimacy Crisis and 
Nigeria’s Democracy: Exploring the 
Implications  
The electoral politics in Nigeria since her return to 
democratic governance has been challenging and 
series of elections conducted failed to pass 
credibility test. Although the 2015 general election 
was a watershed being adjudged credible and fair, 
it also suffered certain setbacks particularly during 
the state (Gubernatorial) elections. However, the 
focus of this section is explore the possible 
implications of electoral irregularities resulting to 
legitimacy crisis on Nigeria’s democratisation. 
Firstly, government that suffers for legitimacy 
crisis due electoral irregularities could cause 
political cynicism among the populace. By political 
cynicism, it makes people to develop attitude of not 
having trust in the government. In such 
circumstance, the level of political apathy would be 
high and the masses will form opinion that 
government has nothing to offer. One of the 
reasons for low voters’ turnout in any democratic 
setting is lack of trust for the government to 
conduct elections devoid of malpractices and 
violence. For instance, the tension generated in 
2015 elections in Nigeria led to the political apathy 
in some areas and due to the perception that 
Nigeria’s government would not allow free and fair 
electioneering contest. 
Secondly, lack of credible election resulting to 
legitimacy crisis has also been barrier to good 
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leadership. According to Chinue Achebe4, the 
problem of Nigeria centres on leadership. Nigeria 
is a country blessed with abundant resources 
(material and human) but the leaders have not been 
to utilise such opportunities for socio-economic 
development of the country. But Ojo (2007) 
concurs that the manner in which elections were 
conducted in Nigeria, the products (leaders) would 
only benefit the small elites rather than the masses. 
It is on this note that politics of ‘Godfatherism’ is 
highly pronounced in the country. Politicians and 
aspirants believe in getting the blessing and 
approval of the kingmakers (godfathers) who 
exercise the power to impose candidates of their 
choice. This to Omotola (2007) has resulted to the 
situation whereby the elitist force a given course of 
actions on others. The emergence of candidates has 
always been decided by the small powerful elites 
and the electorates remain co-opted to support the 
preferred candidates of the elitist circle. After all, 
the unprecedented level of money politics 
discourages average Nigerians to vie for elective 
offices without strong back up of godfathers. 
Thirdly, the previous military incursions in 
Nigerian politics were based on the inability of the 
civilian administration to display maturity in the 
conduct of elections. The collapse of several 
republics as a result of military intervention in 
politics was the consequence of fraudulent 
elections and bad governance (Osaghae, 2011). The 
present democratic setting remains the longest ever 
in the history of Nigeria’s political transition. This 
tempo needs to be sustained in order to avoid 
military incursion in the country. Though military 
intervention has been outlaw by relevant 
international organisations such as African Union 
(AU), United Nations (UN) and other bodies, the 
legitimacy crisis resulting from flawed elections 
has always been used as excuse for hijack of 
power. If adequate measure is not taken to curb the 
phenomenon of rigged elections, the military might 
still want to resurface and which invariably would 
jettison the democratisation process. 
In addition, the challenge of political succession in 
Nigeria has always been anchored on fraudulent 
electioneering system. For a smooth political 
transition to be guaranteed, electoral integrity is 
vital. As stated by Ojo (2007), the degree of 
orderliness through which power is transferred 
determines the level of maturity on the part of the 
state. The issue of power transfer has always been a 
tussle among Nigeria’s political gladiators. Politics 
is projected by the Nigerian political elites as a do 
                                                          
4 Chinue Achebe of a blessed memory was one of 
the foremost writers in Africa 
or die affair coupled with winners take all 
approach. Given this, leadership succession 
becomes tug of war which negates the principle of 
democracy that believes in peaceful transfer of 
power. Though the 2015 elections in Nigeria came 
with some positive remarks, the political elites still 
need to embrace high level of political maturity 
that can enhance sustainability of Nigeria’s 
democracy no matter the difference party 
affiliations. 
In the final analysis, the challenge of legitimisation 
in the history of Nigeria’s democratisation has been 
a barrier to smooth operation of government with 
full supports from the citizenry. In fact, it has 
plunged the country to unwanted political 
atmosphere leading to fragmentation along ethno-
religious dimension. The consequence of electoral 
fraud which has produced leadership with 
questionable characters really widen the scope of 
legitimacy crisis in the polity. However, democracy 
is an all-inclusive government that centres on 
peoples’ interest rather than individuals selfish 
interest. The long years of military rule could have 
been avoided, if the political gladiators denounced 
their selfish interest for the sake of unification of 
the country. But failure to do the right things 
caused the country setback which affects it socio-
economic and political development. 
Conclusion 
In any democratic setting, legitimacy is key for the 
government to enjoy popular support among the 
people. The politics of intimidation and imposition 
of political leaders whom suffer from legitimacy 
crisis cannot enhance socio-economic and political 
development. This has been one of the huddles 
successive governments in Nigeria had to contend 
with. The history of electoral politics remains 
subversion of popular wish and political succession 
has always looked like war affair. The failure of the 
Nigerian leaders during the first republic to 
coordinate a credible elections resulted to 
succession crisis in the country. Unfortunately, 
with the first military intervention in 1966, 
Nigeria’s political transition was not stable. 
However, since the inception of the current 
dispensation, elections conducted have suffered 
from series of flaws which invariably question the 
legitimacy of the government. Nevertheless, there 
is an improvement in the electoral system but the 
pockets of challenges recorded in the last general 
elections need to be addressed. In lieu of this, this 
paper suggests party politics enriched of ideology. 
The electorates should desist from blind support of 
party or candidate without considering the 
ideological base of such party or aspirant. Also, the 
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electoral umpire should be more transparent in 
discharging its responsibility. It is a welcome 
development that the electoral body finance is 
directly allocated from the federation account, this 
will reduce over reliance on the executive for 
funding. The recommendation of Uwais panel 
regarding the appointment of INEC Chairman and 
other members should be revisited. The electorates 
deserve elaborate orientation on civic and political 
issues. This would improve the political culture to 
be participatory and not subjective. In a nutshell, 
for a government to enjoy peoples support, the 
dividends of democracy must be for all in order to 
sustain a peaceful socio-economic and political 
atmospheres tailored for development. 
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